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ABSTRACT 
This thesis explores the relationship of the Oedipus myth and two of Edgar 
Allan Poe's tales, "Ligeia," and ''The Fall of the House of Usher," focusing 
specifically on the similarities and contrasts of the character of Oedipus as related 
to Poe's narrators. The roles of prophecy, fate, and free will are prominent in the 
Oedipus myth as well as in the above-mentioned stories. The influence of the 
Oedipus myth, along with mythology in general, is strong in "Ligeia" and "The Fall of 
the House of Usher." The thesis concludes by examining the role of the reader and 
his/her importance in solving the riddles inherent in Poe's fiction. 
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INTRODUCTION 
... what I shall tell of the earlier period, believe; and to what I may relate of the later time, 
give only such credit as may seem due; or doubt it altogether; or, if doubt it ye cannot, then 
play unto its riddle the CEdipus. 
Edgar A. Poel 
Edgar Allan Poe's gothic tales are filled with ambiguity and puzzling events 
that tend to perplex not only the narrators within the stories, but the readers as well. 
Whether or not Ligeia's return from death is real or an hallucination, whether Ligeia 
is real herself or rather a representation of something or someone else, whether the 
house of Usher is as alive as the Ushers themselves or if this belief is simply the 
utterings of a madman, these are riddles which the reader must find some way to 
understand, to solve, if possible. A riddle, defined by Merriam Webster's 
Encyclopedia of Literature, is a "deliberately enigmatic or ambiguous question 
requiring a thoughtful and often witty answer ... [and] is a form of guessing game that 
has been a part of the folklore of most cultures from ancient times. "2 The riddles in 
Poe's stories are not presented in games as this definition might suggest, and they 
will not always have a witty answer, if they are answered at all, but they are 
important aspects of the texts. Poe's riddles are important to the reader's 
understanding of the roles of fate, prophecy, and free will because they provide a 
background for the story, whether they are resolved or not. Even if the narrator 
cannot fully see what riddle there is to be solved, the reader may be able to take up 
that role as riddle-solver. 
lEdgar A Poe, "Eleonora," The Collected Tales and Poems of Edgar Allan Poe, 1992 Modem Library Edition 
(New York: Random House, Inc., 1992) 649. 
2"Riddle," Merriam-Webster's Encyclopedia of Literature, 1995 edition, ed. Kathleen Kuiper (Springfield: 
Merriam-Webster Publishers, Inc., 1995) 949-50. 
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I plan to look at the narrators' responses and reactions to the riddles which 
either face them or which are observed by them.3 Do the narrators of Poe's short 
stories solve these riddles themselves or are they as perplexed as the reader? 
What role, if any, should the reader play in answering these riddles? If the riddles 
are answered, are the prophecies they foretell fulfilled or denied? What are the 
riddles and how are they related to fate and prophecy? These and other similar 
questions are ones which I will examine through close readings of "Ligeia" and "The 
Fall of the House of Usher," as well as a few of Poe's other tales.4 
In addition to looking at Poe's fiction from the narrator's pOint of view, I will 
compare the characters in these particular stories to the Oedipus myth.s Poe himself 
would seem to suggest such a comparison in the epigraph quoted above. Oedipus 
became the solver of the most famous riddle in Western mythical history, the riddle 
of the Sphinx. Complications of prophecy and fate are as much a part of Oedipus' 
life as they are in the lives of the characters of these selected tales of Poe. Oedipus' 
prophecy stated that he would kill his father and marry his mother. Fate, as well as 
free will, led him to carry out this prophecy. Fate gave him the direction, free will 
took him there. The great playwright, Sophocles (c. 496-406 BC), who wrote over 
123 dramas, captured the most tragic part of Oedipus' life on the stage. He wrote 
what today is commonly called the Theban Trilogy, comprised of three plays, 
Oedipus the King (Oedipus Rex), Oedipus at C%nus and the Antigone. In this 
3The type of criticism I plan to use is mostly intertextual New Criticism. There is so much to find within Poe's 
tales through a close reading, especially when utilizing a comparative approach to the Oedipus myth. 
4All of my references to Edgar A. Poe's stories will be quoted from The Collected Tales and Poems of Edgar 
Allan Poe, 1992 Modem Library Ed. (New York: Random House, Inc., 1992). 
5 As footnoted earlier, I plan to critique Poe's tales with a comparative, intertextual, New Critical approach. I 
know that when the name Oedipus surfaces, one cannot help but think of Sigmund Freud's "Oedipus 
Complex." Psycho-analytical criticism has given new life to Freud's analyses, but I would like to give Oedipus 
back to Sophocles and to Greek Mythology whence he originates. Psycho-analytical theory tends to deconstruct 
the characters in a novel or short story, analyzing them as if they were real people. I find this approach takes 
the focus away from the story and adds little understanding to the meaning of the text. Therefore, I have 
chosen not to bring this critical approach into this thesis. 
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paper, I will be primarily concerned with the first play, though the second and last 
plays are also important to the story of the House of Oedipus. Oedipus at C%nus 
describes the journey's end for Oedipus, his final resting place, while the Antigone 
focuses on his daughter/sister, Antigone, who, much like Oedipus, has no hope for 
a life of happiness. She is buried alive without ever having been married or bearing 
any children, the two most important social roles of a Greek woman. Only Ismene, 
her sister, remains alive, but her future looks as bleak as her past. 
Oedipus' prophecy is given to him even before he is born. His father, Laius, 
is warned that Oedipus will unwittingly kill him and marry Jocasta, his wife and 
Oedipus' mother. As soon as Oedipus is born, Laius tells a shepherd to expose the 
infant Oedipus on Mt. Cithaeron, but not before "pinning the baby's ankles together 
(hence the name Oedipus, meaning Swell-Foot). "6 The shepherd takes pity on the 
baby and decides to give him taXing Polybus of Corinth and his wife. They take 
Oedipus in and raise him as their own son. Born to prophecy, Oedipus, as a young 
man, visits the Delphic Oracle to see what life has in store for him. When he learns 
that he is fated to kill his father and marry his mother, he vows never to return to 
Corinth again, not realizing that his real parents are in Thebes. Oedipus then heads 
toward the city of Thebes, stumbling directly into his prophecy, and encounters his 
real father, Laius, who provokes a quarrel in which he is slain by Oedipus. When he 
arrives, Oedipus solves the riddle of the Sphinx, marries Jocasta as a reward, and 
rules over Thebes for many years. 
This is where Sophocles begins Oedipus Rex, with Oedipus and Jocasta 
having been married for several years. When a plague descends on the city, 
Oedipus is obliged to find the murderer of the old king of Thebes, his father, Laius. 
He is told that the plague will only cease when he finds this murderer and expels 
6"Oedipus," M-W's Encyc. ·o/Lit., 827. 
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him from the city. Already having solved the riddle of the Sphinx, Oedipus takes on 
the greater challenge and resolves to find the killer. His investigation turns into an 
obsessive reconstruction of his own hidden past when he discovers that the old 
man he quarreled with so many years ago was none other than his father. Upon 
learning the truth of his past, with some help from Tiresias, a blind prophet, Oedipus 
is guilt-stricken and horrified. Jocasta hangs herself in shame and Oedipus blinds 
himself with the brooches from her tunic after discovering her. He confirms to the 
public that he is indeed the murderer. As if blinding himself was not punishment 
enough, Oedipus is also banished from Thebes, sent into a life of wandering. 
Some have suggested that Oedipus' true mistake was his attempt to avoid 
fate and the prophecy handed down to him by the gods, in his effort to avoid killing 
his father and marrying his mother. Though these are criminal occurrences, 
Oedipus was unaware of his actions. By striving to make sure the prophecy would 
not come to pass, Oedipus drove himself further into it. The narrators in Poe's tales 
are as helplessly intertwined with prophecy and fate as Oedipus. Though I will 
concentrate more closely on "Ligeia" and ''The Fall of the House of Usher," many 
others of Poe's tales contain visions of fate and prophecy. In ''The Masque of the 
Red Death," Prince Prospero tries to avoid his horrible fate by locking himself and a 
thousand friends in "the deep seclusion of one of his castellated abbeys."7 Though 
Prince Prospero and his guests "resolved to leave means neither or ingress nor 
egress to the sudden impulses of despair or of frenzy from within, "8 the Red Death 
refused not to be invited to this exclusive party. The point of the story is that no one 
can escape the fate of death for "Death [holds] illimitable dominion over all."9 
7poe, "The Masque of the Red Death," 269. 
8Poe269. 
9poe 273. 
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Fate also has its role in "The Pit and the Pendulum." When the narrator 
receives his sentence of death, he cannot help but focus on the exaggerated "lips of 
the black-robed judges .... [and] I saw that the decrees of what to me was Fate were 
still issuing from those lips. I saw them writhe with a deadly 10cution."lO Already we 
see the prophetic description of the judges' lips as worms, worms that feed on the 
dead. The words of Fate had fallen from those lips, the lips that prophesied his 
death. And though the narrator is able to narrowly escape his doom, fate and 
prophecy hold him near the clutches of death throughout the story. 
There are other Poe stories that portray the roles of fate and prophecy and 
their narrators are as enveloped in these roles as Oedipus was himself. Let these 
examples suffice for now as we return to the subject of fate. Paul Roche makes an 
excellent observation about Oedipus' fate in the introduction to The Oedipus Plays 
of Sophocles; "It is true that the downfall of the House of Oedipus was foretold by 
the gods even before Oedipus was born, but it was foretold because it was going to 
happen; it was not going to happen because it was foretold. "11 Although the 
difference in meaning of these opposing observations may seem slight, there is a 
fundamental difference. Free will does have a role to play, however small. The gods 
saw what Oedipus was likely to do, but had he taken better precautions, he might 
have avoided his fate. What if Oedipus had chosen never to marry?12 At least half 
of the prophecy would have been denied. 
To be fair, Oedipus was not the only one who sealed his fate. For example, 
King Polybus could have told him he was adopted. All of these options were by-
passed for some reason or another, as the gods foretold. But what of free will? 
lOpoe, "The Pit and the Pendulum," 246. 
llpaul Roche, trans., introduction, The Oedipus Plays of Sophocles, by Sophocles (New York: New American 
Library, Inc., 1958) ix. 
l2My thanks to Professor Jamie Stanesa for this particular idea. 
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Oedipus was already too blinded by the prophecy and thus unable to "see" his free 
will. The more he avoided his prophesy, the quicker Oedipus sealed his fate. What 
if he had chosen to face it? He could perhaps have asked the gods for a way to 
avoid the inevitable. The point is that he did not. 
With this background in mind, consider the tales of Edgar Allan Poe. Many of 
his narrators have similarities to the character of Oedipus. They are sometimes 
blinded by their own biases or skepticism, as the narrator is in "The Fall of the 
House of Usher." At other times, Poe's narrator is extremely aware of his 
surroundings and searches for clues to discover the mystery or solve the riddle, as 
Oedipus did when answering the riddle of the Sphinx. Fate, prophecy and free will 
enter into the lives of Poe's narrators as much as they did with the rise and fall of 
Oedipus. How these elements are connected-Oedipus, Poe's characters, fate, free 
will and prophecy-is what I will explore in the upcoming sections. 
My reason for comparing the Oedipus myth with Edgar A. Poe's tales has 
much to do with the similarities in the narrator's perspective, as I have already 
stated. But I should also point out that Poe was very much interested, not only in 
perspectives, but also in myths. The quotation at the beginning of this paper, taken 
from one of Poe's stories, directly asks the reader to play the part of Oedipus. This 
is the most obvious comparison available, but there are many other references as 
well. I need only to point at a few of his stories and/or poems to prove this point. In 
a half-humorous and eerie tale, "The Sphinx," Poe plays around with myth as well 
as the perspective of the narrator. The very title already suggests Poe's interest in 
mythology. Upon seeing a monster outside the window, the narrator describes its 
features; 
Four membranous wings covered with little colored scales of metallic 
appearance; mouth forming a rolled proboSCis, produced by an 
7 
elongation of the jaws, upon the sides of which are found the rudiments 
of mandibles and downy palpi...The Oeath's-headed Sphinx has 
occasioned much terror among the vulgar, at times, by the melancholy 
kind of cry which it utters, and the insignia of death which it wears upon 
its corslet. 13 
The "Sphinx," as it turns out, is not a horrible monster on the hill, but a tiny bug 
crossing a spider's web on the window sill. The narrator's imagination mixed with 
reality gives him the idea that the monster is real and outside the house when it is 
only "about the sixteenth of an inch distant from the pupil of my eye. "14 Though the 
ending may not be as believable as that of "Ligeia" or ''The Fall of the House of 
Usher," Poe stretches the imagination of the reader, pulling him/her in until the 
riddle of this Sphinx is solved. 
References to mythical names and places are abundant in many of Poe's 
stories and poems. In "Ligeia," Poe makes reference to the "misty-winged 
Ashtophet of idolatrous Egypt."lS The very name, Ligeia, is the Greek name of a 
siren, a creature from Greek mythology bearing the head, arms and breast of a 
woman and body of a bird. 16 These sirens lured mariners to their destruction by 
their sweet singing. The narrator describes Ligeia's chin by making reference to the 
god Apollo. Mythology is also present in Poe's most famous poem, ''The Raven." It 
is the raven who has perched "upon a bust of Pallas just above my chamber 
door ... "17 This is the bust of Pallas Athena, goddess of wisdom and strategy. And 
while the raven remains poised upon the bust of Pallas, the narrator wonders where 
he comes from; 
13poe, "The Sphinx" 474. 
l4poe 474. 
lSpoe, "Ligeia" 654. 
l6Joseph Andriano, "Archetypal Projection in 'Ligeia': A Post-Jungian Reading," Poe Studies 2 (1986): 27. 
l7poe, "The Raven" 944. 
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"Though thy crest be shorn and shave, thou," I said, "art sure no craven, 
Ghastly grim and ancient Raven wandering from the Nightly shore-
Tell me what thy lordly name is on the Night's Plutonian shore!" 
Quoth the Raven, "Nevermore. ''18 
Pluto is the Roman name for the god Hades, ruler of the Underworld in Greek 
mythology. It is as if the Raven has come as a messenger from the Underworld, "the 
Night's Plutonian shore," to mock the narrator's pain of the lost Lenore. 
Myth is very much alive in Poe's fiction. I have simply presented the above 
examples to reinforce my purpose in comparing the Oedipus myth to Poe's "Ligeia" 
and "The Fall of the House of Usher." In his analysis of Poe's sense of originality 
and imagination, Leon Chai uncovers one of Poe's strategies. Poe does not merely 
pull imaginative ideas strictly from his own head. ''To be sure, Poe will consistently 
maintain ... that imagination does not actually create but merely combines. "19 
Mythology, gothic tales and Poe's own imagination follow this pattern of 
combination to create the eerie and compelling stories that I will explore more 
closely in this paper. 
Clearly, Poe was generously educated in the mythology of many cultures. His 
interest has become my focus for this thesis. I believe that out of this mythological 
background, Poe wrote many of his poems and tales. These particular tales attract 
me, not only for their mythological references, but also because of the narrator's 
similar and sometimes contrastive perspectives to the life and death of Oedipus. 
Edgar Allan Poe was unmistakably influenced by many aspects of mythology, 
especially by the Oedipus myth. I plan to make this connection clearer in the 
sections that follow, beginning with one of Poe's most famous tales, "Ligeia." 
18poe 944. 
19r.eon Chai, The Romantic Foundations of the American Renaissance (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 
1987) 114. 
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"LlGEIA" UNDISCOVERED 
If I am to juxtapose the Oedipus myth to "Ligeia," then we must see the 
narrator himself as the representation of Oedipus, though the reader will have 
his/her chance to take up that role as well. The narrator attempts to solve the 
mysterious circumstances surrounding Ligeia and his relationship with her as well 
as Ligeia herself. He is searching Ligeia's most inner self, her soul, for answers that 
are not readily apparent. He is searching for the "why" and "how" of Ligeia. As he 
begins to describe her origins, her appearance and her being, the narrator brings 
up images that help him to remember bits and pieces of his association with Ligeia. 
Oedipus' tale readily compares with the narrator's actions in "Ligeia." Oedipus 
wittily solved the riddle of the Sphinx, becoming ruler to the city of Thebes. But in 
his search to find the murderer of his father, he also had to search his own soul and 
try to uncover the riddles that lay hidden in his past. The more Oedipus searched, 
the more he uncovered until the truth finally caught up with him. The truth also plays 
a crucial role in this arcane tale of passion and discovery: the truth about Ligeia and 
the truth about the narrator. I will return to this theme later, but first I would turn to 
the character of Ligeia. 
Ligeia has been critically defined in many ways. In his article, "Archetypal 
Projection in 'Ligeia': A Post-Jungian Reading," Joseph Andriano refers to Ligeia as 
a non-erotic muse, the personification of intellect and will, a ghost, a figment of the 
narrator's drug-induced imagination, a psychological vampire/succubus, Poe's 
mother Elizabeth, or simply as a victim of murder by an insane narrator.20 Andriano 
argues that Ligeia is not a person at all. Her name only represents the "anima, the 
feminine unconscious soul of man ... What [the narrator] has done is to discover (or 
2°Andriano 27. 
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perhaps invent) his own soul by giving it a name. "21 I prefer to think of Ligeia as a 
mystery. She is a riddle in herself which defies explanation. She is neither the will 
nor the soul of the narrator, though he would certainly like to become as strong-
willed and all-knowing as Ligeia. I will address Andriano's claims more fully, but for 
now, Ligeia must begin as a memory in the narrator's mind. 
The narrator begins his description of Ligeia by trying to remember where 
she came from and how they met. "I believe that I met her first and most frequently 
in some large, old, decaying city near the Rhine. "22 He cannot recall ever meeting 
her family, though he believes that she did speak of them. He has even forgotten 
her paternal name and why he never asked what it was. To add to Ligeia's mystical 
aura, the narrator also claims that Ligeia made her "way into my heart by paces so 
steadily and stealthily progressive, that they have been unnoticed and unknown. "23 
There seems to be a continuous elusive quality in the character of Ligeia, even after 
death. The narrator tries to capture, in words, the riddle of Ligeia, but fails to do so. 
Even her footfalls were filled with "incomprehensible lightness and elasticity" as she 
"came and departed as a shadow. "24 As far as her history is concerned, Ligeia is a 
shadow. She comes from some ancient city, her beauty unequaled by any maiden, 
and her passion, her volition and the extent of her knowledge are "gigantic. "25 
Ligeia's features inform the narrator that she is unlike any other woman, or 
perhaps any human. For example, her aquiline nose possesses "the same 
harmoniously curved nostrils speaking the free spinf' [my emphasis].26lt is as if 
Ligeia was a spirit. Her features, as the narrator describes her, are faultless. The 
21Andriano 27-28. 
22Poe, "Ligeia" 654. 
23poe 654. 
24poe 654. 
25poe 657. 
26Poe 655. 
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narrator could still be using opium to make his memory more vivid than it actually is, 
but the reader has no real basis for believing this. We must at least accept that 
these feelings and awe for Ligeia are genuine, and we might even decide to accept 
that she is as real as his memory recalls. 
Ligeia's one feature which remains ineffable is her eyes. Granted, they are 
her most remarkable feature, but there is nothing the narrator can find to compare 
them with, ''for eyes ... have no models in the remotely antique."27 Ligeia's eyes 
transform her being into something supernatural. Only at intervals of intense 
excitement does her beauty compare to "the beauty of beings either above or apart 
from the earth ... "28 The eyes of Ligeia, then, captured the attention of the narrator 
and kept him with her until her end, or at least until her metamorphosis takes place. 
Her eyes became the inspiration, the obsessive stimulus for the narrator to find out 
more about this enigmatic woman. 
Henry Fuseli (1741-1825 AD), a Swiss artist of the late 18th and early 19th 
centuries, seemed to capture in his paintings the mysteriousness and penetrating 
meaning ora person's eyes. Poe mentions Fuseli in 'The Fall of the House of 
Usher" when the narrator tries to describe Roderick's abstract painting; " ... no 
shadow of which felt I ever yet in the contemplation of the certainly glowing yet too 
concrete reveries of Fuseli."29 One of Fuseli's paintings, "Mad Kate," resembles 
Ligeia in a way that deserves mentioning.30 With her long, raven-black hair and 
those inexpressible eyes, Poe may have had this painting in mind when he 
described the characteristics of Ligeia. At any rate, Poe must have been influenced 
27Poe 655. 
28Poe 655. 
29poe, "The Fall" 237. 
30JIenry Fuseli, "Mad Kate," Fuseli, trans. by Sarah Twohig (Great Britain: Balding and Mansell, Ltd., 1975) 
27. Refer to Appendix B to see the print of this painting. Notice the intensity of expression in the eyes, not 
unlike Poe's description of Ligeia's eyes. 
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by Fuseli's paintings since he does mention them in his fiction. 31 I will return briefly 
to the paintings of Fuseli in the next chapter on "The Fall of the House of Usher." 
The narrator's obsession with Ligeia, her knowledge and the meaning hidden 
behind her exotic eyes, is not unlike Oedipus' search for the truth. Perhaps as 
tragedies have protagonists with fatal flaws, so Oedipus and the narrator share the 
same one: the passion to either discover or uncover the truth. When Tiresias, the 
blind prophet, begins to tell Oedipus how his search will end, Oedipus is scornful 
and unbelieving, but the truth is on Tiresias' side; 
Tiresias: A bom fool, of course, to you am I, 
and yet to parents you were born from, 
wise. 
Oedipus: Parents? Wait! Who were my parents after 
all? 
[Stops and turns] 
Tiresias: This single day will furnish you a birthday 
and a death. 
Oedipus: Such vague speech still! So wrapped in rid-
dles! 
Tiresias: And you so good, of course, at solving them? 
Oedipus: Go on! You challenge there my strongest 
point. 
Tiresias: 0 yes! Your lucky strain. Your road to royal 
ruin.32 
Oedipus himself seems to accept Tiresias' point that he cannot help but solve 
riddles. Tiresias is also quick to notice that this trait is what leads Oedipus down the 
"road to royal ruin." It is Oedipus' fatal flaw, to be so bent upon solving riddles, even 
his own dark secrets. Instead of having riddles to uncover about himself, as 
31Many ofRenry Fuseli's paintings exhibit an intensity in the eyes of his characters. Even in his most famous 
painting, "The Nightmare," of which the very name may have been appealing to Poe, the eyes of the horse 
behind the drapery and the eyes of the demon resting on the maiden are unavoidable. Their glare and depth of 
intensity seem to reveal more than is apparent. Please refer to Fuseli's, "The Nightmare," in Appendix B. 
32Sophocles, "Oedipus the King," The Oedipus Plays o/Sophocles, trans. Paul Roche (New York: New 
American Library, Inc., 1958) 40. 
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Oedipus obviously does, Poe's narrator focuses his attention on the beautiful (soul 
of) Ligeia. 
"I was possessed with a passion to discover."33 The riddle before him, the 
narrator sets out to find the source of Ligeia's beauty and wisdom. But in these tales 
there is always a price to pay for searching too deep for knowledge that is not 
meant to be known. While the narrator probes for this knowledge, with Ugeia's 
guidance, he is also taking the life from Ligeia's body. Even the narrator is able to 
see Ligeia fading away before she dies, though he assumes the devouring demon 
to be a sort of passion that eats away at her, Ligeia's own passion. "Of all the 
women whom I have ever known, she, the outwardly calm, the ever-placid Ligeia, 
was the most violently a prey to the tumultuous vultures of stern passion."34 The 
narrator is so blinded by his search to discover that he cannot see that it is he who 
kills Ligeia. Her passion is not the "vulture" that destroys her, it is the narrator's 
obsession to discover that is the demon or the devouring Sphinx, and Ligeia is the 
riddle. But because the narrator is blind to the ill effects of his quest on Ligeia, he 
does not see the inevitable, Ligeia's death. The narrator may not have known it, but 
it was his own obsessive desire for knowledge that took the personification of the 
Sphinx which eventually satiated its appetite upon the poor knowing soul of Ligeia. 
The Sphinx, therefore, took control of the narrator's feeble will. 
Andriano's belief that the narrator projects his own soul into the very 
existence of Ligeia is certainly one explanation of who Ligeia is and how the 
narrator is drawn to her. Andriano, as mentioned earlier, argues that Ligeia is not 
real, that she is simply the representation of the narrator's soul. But the narrator's 
will is feeble compared to that of Ligeia. Andriano prefers to see Ligeia as the 
33poe, "Ligeia" 656. 
34Poe657. 
14 
embodiment of the narrator's projected soul, but it is the narrator's desire that is 
projected, not his soul. It is this desire, in the form of the devouring Sphinx, that is 
released and that feeds upon Ligeia's knowledge, which in turn, feeds upon her 
soul. 
Andriano pursues his theme that Ligeia is not real by stating that her "will to 
live is actually [the narrator's] will to immortalize, to deify."3s There is merit to 
Andriano's view that the narrator is awed by Ligeia's abundant store of knowledge 
and beauty, and that he is child-like in her presence. But the narrator's will is 
certainly not strong enough, "gigantic" enough to project into the overwhelming 
presence of Ligeia. Ligeia is simply too powerful a presence to be considered as 
two people, the narrator and the narrator's will. The narrator does wish to 
immortalize Ligeia, to continue on his path of discovery, but this immortalization is 
accomplished through other means than the projection of his soul. The pathway he 
chooses for Ligeia's immortalization is located in the abbey he purchases. I will 
speak of this foreboding purchase further on when I describe the abbey's decor. 
In his discussion on Ligeia, Leon Chai pursues a representation of Ligeia 
similar to that of Andriano. The contrast between these two versions of Ligeia is 
notable. Whereas Andriano prefers to see Ligeia as the projection of the narrator's 
soul, Chai's Ligeia is the embodiment of knowledge and "the desire for that 
knowledge as well ... What possesses [the narrator] is not the knowledge he 
acquires, but the passion that intensifies with each acquisition. "36 I agree that the 
narrator's quest for knowing the unknowable does intensify and that the narrator's 
passion seems to possess him. But I would argue that the narrator's passion 
escapes the control of the narrator. It becomes a beast or Sphinx, an uncontrollable 
3S Andriano 29. 
36Chai 24. 
15 
monster that feeds upon the knowledge that Ligeia possesses. Thus, Ligeia 
remains a very real person, not only to the narrator, but the reader as well. Chai's 
point that "desire generates desire"37 is a valid one, but seeing Ligeia only as an 
embodiment of the narrator's passion is as limited a view of her as Andriano's soul-
like projection of the narrator's will. 
In Oedipus the King, Tiresias informs Oedipus that "you are your own worst 
enemy."38 Tiresias' words apply to the narrator of "Ligeia" as well. He reveals at 
several points in the story that his passion to discover is the real killer of Ligeia. He 
states that Ligeia's wealth of knowledge is immense and that he could not think of 
one instance when she was ever at fault. Ligeia's knowledge and her shining eyes 
attracted the narrator to her as a moth to a bright light. But it was not the moth who 
perished in the flame, it was the moth who extinguished the light. The narrator 
compares himself to a child in her presence who resigns himself lito her guidance 
through the chaotic world of metaphysical investigation. "39 Though the narrator feels 
child-like in Ligeia's presence, his obsessive passion to eat of the forbidden fruit 
becomes overpowering. Her light could only shine so brightly before burning out. 
And the narrator's desire for knowledge devours Ugeia's brilliance. The narrator 
reveals his devouring passion when he begins to miss Ligeia's presence after she 
grows ill. 
37Chai 24. 
Her presence, her readings alone, rendered vividly luminous the many 
mysteries of the transcendentalism in which we were immersed. Wanting 
the radiant lustre of her eyes, letters, lambent and golden, grew duller 
38Sophocles, "Oedipus the King" 38. 
39poe, "Ligeia" 657. 
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than Satumian lead. And now those eyes shone less and less frequently 
upon the pages over which I pored. [my emphasisro 
The narrator clearly admits that he "wants" the lustre from her eyes, which, perhaps, 
represent Ligeia's knowledge. He cannot explain how Ligeia's expressive eyes 
allure him, but he does feel their approaching wisdom. Ligeia's eyes hide the 
answers to the universe and they excite the narrator's passion to discover. His 
controlling desire must discover her light source. He must understand why Ligeia 
shines so brightly. 
The narrator states his longing to solve the mystery of her eyes, but as soon 
as he gets close to understanding, the sensation disappears and the narrator is left 
longing for more. A demon is spawned. The Sphinx herself has come alive in the 
narrator's quest for knowledge, his quest for knowing Ligeia. And as the Sphinx 
devoured those who could not solve her riddle, the narrator's desire, Poe's 
personification of the Sphinx, devours Ligeia's body for not revealing her essence of 
being, for not revealing more. Ligeia herself never says anything to the narrator 
about his drain on her, (perhaps she is as unaware of her emaciation as the 
narrator seems to be) but she can see that her own light is dimming. "Out-out are 
the lights-out all!" she exclaims when uttering her nearly final words.41 
Prophesying her own doom through the words of Joseph Glanvill, Ligeia's 
emaciated frame gives out and she dies. 
Prophecy plays an important role in the lives of these characters, especially 
Ligeia. We are given several clues and outright prophecies that foreshadow this 
tale's eerie denouement. The first prophecy speaks through the fabricated words of 
one Joseph Glanvill (1636-1680 AD). Though Glanvill might have agreed with Poe's 
4OPoe 657. 
41poe 659. 
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"borrowed" words, clearly Poe is trying to intensify the gothic aura of the story. 
Glanvill "defended belief in the pre-existence of souls in Lux Orienta/is (1662) and 
belief in witchcraft in Saducismus Triumphatus (1681)."42 From this brief description 
of Glanvill's accomplishments, it certainly seems that he would be open to Poe's 
ideas of the will in this prophecy. Poe uses this "quote" many times in this tale 
(quoted on pages 654,656 and 659 respectively). Here it is in full: 
And the will therein Heth, which dieth not. Who knoweth the mysteries 
of the will, with its vigor? For God is but a great will pervading all things 
by nature of its intentness. Man doth not yield himself to the angels, nor 
unto death utterly, save only through the weakness of his feeble will.43 
Though other prophecies exist in this tale, this is the primary one that provides a 
background for Ligeia's transformation. Perhaps this prophecy also explains who 
Ligeia is or at least what she becomes. 
If we examine the first line, Poe presents us with a ''will'' which is embodied 
somewhere, but does not die. If we are to believe that Ligeia comes back to life, 
then her will, or soul (a term Glanvill might prefer), still lives. The narrator, when 
trying to capture the sentiment of Ligeia's mystical power over him, is reminded of 
this passage. This is the first direct link of this prophecy with the character of 
Ligeia.44 
The next line of the prophecy is posed as a question. If anybody knows the 
mysteries of the will, its vigor or anything for that matter, there is no better candidate 
than Ligeia herself. The narrator speaks more than once of her vast knowledge. "I 
said her knowledge was such as I have never known in woman-but where 
42"Glanvill, Joseph," The Oxford Companion to English Literature, Fifth Edition (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 1985) 395. 
43poe, "Ligeia" 654. 
44Poe656. 
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breathes the man who has traversed, and successfully, al/ the wide areas of moral, 
physical, [metaphysical] and mathematical science. "45 Remember, the narrator's 
knowledge is that of a child when compared to that of Ligeia. Her passion, her free 
spirit, her characteristics are all gigantic. Ligeia is the embodiment of free will which 
she readily admits when quoting the last line of this prophecy, not only once but 
twice, as her very last words. 
"Man doth not yield him to the angels, nor unto death utterly, save only 
through the weakness of his feeble will."46 Ligeia's return to life in the body of Lady 
Rowena proves that she is not "utterly" dead. Ligeia does not yield herself to the 
angels because her will is gigantic, her will is strong, her will is free. Ligeia's will is 
able to remain stable and powerful, because she knows more than most. After all, 
the average human on this earth knows little if anything about the after-life. We can 
theorize about what happens after death, we can exercise our faith in a belief 
system, but the ultimate knowing is off limits. If we knew, there would be no use for 
faith, no point in theorizing, only the sad realization of knowledge which Tiresias, 
the blind prophet in Oedipus the King, was aware of all too well. Ligeia's will 
appears to be even stronger than Azrael,47 the angel of death. Ligeia's will is 
anything but feeble. 
Proof of her struggling will comes from the observations of her husband. The 
narrator spends an entire night watching the supposedly dead body of the Lady 
Rowena revivify and resume the state of death several times. 
45Poe657. 
46poe 659. 
Why shall I pause to relate how, time after time, until near the period of 
the gray dawn, this hideous drama of revivification was repeated; how 
47The mentioning of Azrael is on page 658. He represents the Jewish or Islamic angel of death who watches 
over the dying and separates the soul from the body. 
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each terrific relapse was only into a sterner and apparently more 
irredeemable death; how each agony wore the aspect of a struggle with 
some invisible foe; and how each struggle was succeeded by I know not 
what of wild change in the personal appearance of the corpse.48 
The invisible foe speculated on here by the narrator could be Azrael himself. 
Degree by changing degree, Ligeia takes possession of Lady Rowena's body as 
she fights, struggles with her foe, Death. Azrael's will is feeble in the presence of 
Ligeia, only adding to the mystery that surrounds her very being. To overcome 
death is a great feat for any will, no matter how strong. 
Another prophecy which comes directly from the mouth of Ligeia is the poem 
she has the narrator memorize before her death. Ligeia explains to her husband 
that all life must die, that "the conqueror Worm" lies in wait for the "Mimes, in the 
form of God on high. "49 But Ligeia does not seem to believe in these poetic 
observations. The Glanvil! prophecy, from which she also quotes on her death bed, 
fits more closely with her actions. She seems to be facing her fate, only to deny it a 
moment later. It is true that Ligeia's body is given to the "conqueror Worm," but her 
will is stronger than the flesh that kept it, stronger than Azrael, stronger than death. 
A smaller prophecy commented on by the narrator appears early in the tale. 
The prophecy is more of an observation which holds true for the lives of the narrator 
and Ligeia. In an allusion to the spirit called Romance, the narrator expounds on 
her description; "if ever she, the wan and the misty-winged Ashtophet of idolatrous 
Egypt, presided, as they tell, over marriages iII-omened, then most surely she 
presided over mine."SO III-omened indeed. Many dark secrets still surround this 
somewhat ghastly marriage as the phrase "until death do we part" takes on a whole 
48poe 665. 
49poe 658-59. 
sOpoe 654. 
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new meaning. Her marriage, iII-omened, leads to her death. Her body dies, but her 
will lives on. 
Why Ligeia returns or wants to return is a riddle unanswered and deserves 
some attention. It appears that the narrator had a lot to do with why Ligeia returns. 
After her death, the narrator decides to marry again to "the fair-haired and blue-
eyed Lady Rowena Trevanion, of Tremaine."51 Not only is this woman the exact 
opposite in appearances to the Lady Ligeia, but it would seem that the narrator's 
affections for the Lady Rowena are just as opposite. Instead of the great respect 
and "love" which the narrator carried for Ligeia, with the Lady Rowena, a "fierce 
moodiness" filled his soul and he "loathed her with a hatred belonging more to 
demon than to man."52 The desire for Ligeia compels the narrator to long for what 
he has previously lost/devoured and provokes him to "call aloud upon her name, 
during the silence of the night. or among the sheltered recesses of the glens by 
day ... "53 Since Ligeia's will is strong enough to answer his beckoning, she is able to 
return to the land of the living. 54 
The narrator is obsessed by his longing, his desire, for Ligeia. If he could 
only "restore her to the pathways she had abandoned,"55 Ligeia would return. 
Calling her name out loud mayor may not have helped her return, but if another 
"pathway" is restored by the narrator, Ligeia may be able to come back to life. The 
narrator never gives us a coherent reason for the purchase of an old abbey, "which 
I shall not name, in one of the wildest and least frequented portions of fair 
51Poe 660. 
52poe 661. 
S3poe 661. 
54Some Native-American tribes believe that if the names of the dead are spoken out loud, their spirits might 
return to the person calling them. See Louise Erdrich's Love MediCine, New & Expanded Edition (New York: 
Harper-Collins Publishers, Inc., 1993) 217. 
55Poe, "Ligeia" 662. 
21 
England. "56 He claims to go there because he wants to be alone, but he marries the 
Lady Rowena soon after his seclusion. The narrator is not telling us the whole truth, 
either that of his bizarre purchase or of his hasty marriage to "the successor of the 
unforgotten Ligeia" [my emphasis).57 
The decor of the abbey is as dark as the narrator's desire. There are 
sarcophagi placed in every corner. Jet black is the primary color for all the furniture 
as well as for the tapestry filled with Arabesque figures and spots (whose 
description strongly suggests stars in the night). The southern wall of the 
pentagonal room is an immense sheet of leaden-hued glass which tints all incoming 
light. The high, vaulted ceilings "of gloomy-looking oak" also withholds the "most 
grotesque specimens of a semi-Gothic, semi-Druidical device. "58 Dangling from a 
single gold chain, a huge censor designed with snake-like patterns, hangs from the 
ceiling. Not a very welcoming place to inhabit or to marry in, but the narrator feels 
right at home in this secluded and wild abbey. 
In his book, Poe Poe Poe Poe Poe Poe Poe, Daniel Hoffman explains the 
narrator's comfort in the abbey by comparing the decor and setting with the 
narrator's state of mind. "Ligeia's successor (Lady Rowena) and Husband are in a 
bower which externalizes the narrator's disordered mind, as does the earlier dream-
chamber of Prince Mentoni in 'The Assignation' ... "59I agree that the decor within 
and outside the abbey are congruent with the feelings, or intentions, of the narrator. 
But I also believe that the narrator does not directly explain every reason why he 
chooses to decorate the abbey in such a fashion. 
56poe 660. 
57poe 660. 
58poe 660. 
59Daniel Hoffman, Poe Poe Poe Poe Poe Poe Poe (Garden City: Doubleday and Co., Inc., 1972) 256. 
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The fact that the narrator marries a lady with the exact opposite features of 
Ligeia and that this dark abbey is decorated in the described fashion leads me to 
believe that the narrator is up to something else than is readily apparent to the 
reader. The poor Lady Rowena has become the victim of sacrifice, the restored 
pathway, for the return of the ever-beloved Lady Ligeia. The incense is burning for 
her; the pentagonal chamber filled with dead sarcophagi is very similar t? an 
Egyptian burial room with figures on the wall, the figures allowing the spirit of the 
dead to roam. If the configuration of the sarcophagi are modeled after points of a 
star, one can envision a pentagram-a five pOinted star used in the summoning of 
spirits. The entire abbey has been changed into a sacrificial receptacle, a beacon, 
for the return of Ligeia. The form she will take over after "three or four large drops of 
a brilliant and ruby colored fluid" have been deposited in the wine goblet of Lady 
Rowena "as if from some invisible spring in the atmosphere of the room", is the 
body of Lady Rowena herself.60 The ruby drops are the blood of Ligeia that helps to 
transform the body of the Lady Rowena into a receptacle for her own body. 
The truth discovered by the narrator, alluded to earlier in this chapter, had as 
much to do with himself as it did with the will of Ligeia. The truth reveals that, 
provided there is an adequate pathway, with a sacrifice and a will stronger than 
Azrael himself, the narrator can bring back Ligeia's will. The truth reveals that the 
narrator has planned Ligeia's return. Her own prophecy comes to life. Ligeia does 
not yield herself to the angels, nor unto death entirely, because her will remains 
passionately gigantic, powerful enough to cheat Death himself, though she would 
no doubt have not returned without the narrator's longing for her, as well as his 
preparation for her "second coming." She also needed to be strong-willed or none 
of the preparations made by her husband would have helped. 
6Opoe, "Ligeia" 663. 
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I believe one can understand why Ligeia, or anyone impassioned to life, 
would not want to die. But what is the narrator's reason for bringing Ligeia back 
from the dead? He is disillusioned, especially if we continue to consider his desire 
for Ligeia's knowledge a personification of the devouring Sphinx. Perhaps this is 
why he does not come clean with the truth of his buying the abbey and marrying so 
soon after Ligeia's death. He does not want to admit to himself, nor to the reader, 
that he desires her return so strongly or that he is not in control of his own will. 
Another woman has been sacrificed, another soul devoured. Lady Rowena has 
become the second victim of the Sphinx, the first being Ligeia herself. The Theban 
Sphinx devoured many victims before Oedipus was able to solve her riddle. But if 
the narrator is not in control of his own desire then he is not in control of the Sphinx. 
His triumph is in Ligeia's return so the Sphinx may consume more of the forbidden 
knowledge Ligeia possesses, allowing the narrator to "discover" who Ligeia is and 
what else she can tell him. Her value to him now is greater than before because she 
has visited the after-life and returned, first as a shadow and the sound of footfalls, 
then as herself through the emaciated frame of the usurped Lady Rowena. 
Other critics, including Poe himself, had differing ideas about the ending of 
"Ligeia." In a letter to Philip P. Cooke, Poe discusses this particular tale: how he 
developed the idea for "Ligeia" through tales like "Morella" and "Eleonora," and how 
he might have ended the story differently: 
... 1 should have intimated that the will did not perfect its intention-there 
should have been a relapse-a final one-and Ligeia (who had only 
succeeded in so much as to convey an idea of the truth to the narrator) 
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should be at length entombed as Rowena-the bodily alterations having 
gradually faded away.61 
I say, too late. Had I never read this letter, I would never have known Poe's 
afterthoughts on this tale. Although it is interesting to see Poe's proposed revisions 
of the ending, the fact remains that it was not revised. The Lady Ligeia remains a 
living entity, having taken over the body of Lady Rowena. We as readers and 
critics, like Poe, must "suffer 'Ligeia' to remain as it is.''62 I see no reason to 
complain. 
Hoffman would seem to agree with Poe, that the narrator's attempt to bring 
back Ligeia has failed. "All that can be managed," Hoffman asserts, n ••• is to bring 
her back to the instant of her leaving, as she slipped beyond the veil of the 
beyond."63 I disagree. If the narrator can bring Ligeia back to life as much as he did, 
why then can't she stay? Ligeia is an elusive and knowledgeable spirit. I argue that 
we can still believe that she defeated the angel of death with the help of the narrator 
and the Lady Rowena. We must remember this event took place in an abbey, far 
away from civilization. Without the presence of visitors there is no one to deny or to 
confirm the truth. Through the decor of the abbey, through the strong will of Ligeia, 
there is the possibility, even likelihood, that Ligeia does remain alive. 
Poe has addressed the possibilities of metempsychosis, the transmigration of 
the soul, in another of his gothic tales, "Metzengerstein." The difference between 
these two stories is obvious; whereas Ligeia has a human body to return to, the 
Count 8erlifitzing transmigrates into the body of a mystical horse. And though the 
life of 8erlifitzing is short-lived, he is still able to return to life to take revenge upon 
61Edgar A. Poe, "To Philip P. Cooke [Such Wild Matters as Ligeia]," The Norton Anthology of American 
Literature, gen. ed. Nina Baym, Third Edition (New York: W. W. Norton and Co., Inc., 1989) 1489. 
62Poe 1489. 
63Hoffman 262. 
25 
his murderer, the young Baron Metzengerstein. Like Berlifitzing, Ligeia also has her 
reasons to return, one being that she does not want to die, another that she has 
many questions to answer from her husband, the narrator. In his essay on "Ligeia," 
J. Gerald Kennedy would seem to support this possibility: ''This presumed feat of 
metempsychosis appears to corroborate the power of Ligeia's superhuman will - as 
well as the pertinence of the Glanvill passage cited three times by Poe."64 
Ligeia's fate, it would seem, is complete. Her own strong will combined with 
the out-of-control will of the narrator has triumphed over the conqueror Worm. She 
foretold her revival through the gothic words of Joseph Glanvill because her will 
was not weak, nor was that of the Sphinx. Ligeia took back her life because she 
faced her fate instead of ignoring it. Oedipus, on the other hand, did not fully accept 
his fate until it was already too late. 
Prophecies can be confusing if one does not take into consideration all the 
information available. And if one does not have all that information, the prophecy 
can be indecipherable or misunderstood. Oedipus did not have all the facts nor did 
he seek them out. He was also not able to make his own prophecies as Ligeia did. 
He thought he would run away from fate, but fate had the better of him. Fate 
controlled Oedipus. It dictated how his life would end and won the battle that 
Oedipus should have won. Instead of taking over his own life, Oedipus wandered 
blindly through it, controlled by the rulings of the three Fates. If Oedipus had 
dissected the prophecy given to him as well as I have here, his fate may not have 
been sealed. The narrator of "Ligeia" did not have control of his life either. His 
devouring desire controlled his destiny, but it would seem that he received what he 
64J. Gerald Kennedy, "'Ligeia' and the Problem of Dying Women, II New Essays on Poe's Major Tales 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1993) 125. 
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wanted in part, ligeia's return. ligeia's store of knowledge, though, still remains 
mostly undiscovered. 
Where the narrator's desire will lead him next can only be speculated. If one 
is to review his past experiences with Ligeia, then the narrator may forever be 
chasing ligeia's phantom "By a crowd that seize it not, I Through a circle that ever 
returneth in I To the self-same SpOt."65 The narrator's uncontrollable desire will 
consume Ligeia repeatedly as long as her will remains strong and there are others 
to sacrifice. In her article on Poe's "ligeia," Beverly Voloshin would seem to agree 
that the narrator is caught in an endless circle of events. She concurs that "his 
experience properly has no origin and can only be repeated. "66 But the narrator's 
hope of breaking free from this chain of events is certainly not already determined. 
Only when the narrator takes control of the Sphinx can he ever break the cycle. 
Perhaps in his own death will the narrator solve the mysteries (riddles) that feed his 
desire (Sphinx). The narrator's fate is as tightly sealed as the fate of Oedipus unless 
he is able to take control of his own destiny, of his own desire. The endless 
mysteries of ligeia, then, remain unsolved. 
65Poe, "Ligeia" 659. 
66Beverly Voloshin, "Transcendence Downward: An Essay on 'Usher' and 'Ligeia,'" Modem Language Studies 
18.3 (1988): 25. 
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THE LAST OF THE USHERS 
The examples of prophecy, as abundant as they are in "Ligeia," are even 
more so in the tale of ''The Fall of the House of Usher." In the former story, Glanvill's 
prophecy of the will formed the main background for Ligeia's death and return from 
death. This latter tale does not begin with such a potent prophecy but instead has 
its main force in the center, contained in Roderick's "impromptu" lyrics of the poem, 
''The Haunted Palace." The prophecy in this poem may already be seen as having 
come to pass, but that fact does not detract from its power of truth and fulfillment. I 
will address this poem in more detail later in this chapter. 
Reading "Ligeia" and ''The Fall of the House of Usher" so closely together, 
one cannot help but recognize the sharp contrast in the perspectives of the 
narrators. In "Lig~ia," the narrator begins his tale by reflecting, trying to recall who 
Ligeia is. The entire story is told through an effort to 1) uncover the mysteries of the 
character of Ligeia and 2) to bring her back to find out more about her and the 
metaphysical universe. But the narrator who, in "The Fall of the House of Usher" 
rides up to his friend's melancholy house has already rejected the idea that 
something is out of the ordinary. The narrator believes, and strongly invites the 
reader to join him, that he will visit the house of Usher simply to lighten his spirits. 
He does notice peculiar surroundings, but shrugs them off as a "mystery all 
insoluble."67 This narrator does not sound like the all-inquisitive narrator of "Ligeia" 
or Oedipus himself, a character whose fatal flaw was so bent on solving riddles. 
This narrator seems to have given up on the mystery before it has had a chance to 
unfold. Ushers quest to inform the narrator of his family secret is in danger of 
failing, the riddle lost in a sea of ignorance and skepticism. 
67poe, liThe Fall of the House of Usher" 231. 
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In her article, "Mise en abyme and the Prophetic in Narrative," Ann Jefferson 
observes some interesting similarities and differences between Oedipus and the 
skeptic narrator in "The Fall." She notes that both narratives are 
determined by the [hero/narrator's] misreading of prophetic truths. 
Although in both cases the narrative turns on the understanding of 
events as much as on the events themselves, in Poe's tale the reader 
shares the narrator's ignorance, whereas in Oedipus he knows more 
than the characters.68 
I would agree with all of her points except that the reader shares the narrator's 
ignorance. I believe that it is Poe's initial intention to deceive the reader, but I would 
allow for more insight on the part of his readers. The reader is able to see that the 
narrator is highly skeptical of anything out of the ordinary. In the end, Jefferson 
does mildly recant this claim by limiting the reader's gullibility to a ''first reading." 
Jefferson also observes that Oedipus and the narrator overlook the obvious 
"by being too profound."69 Referring back to Monsieur C. Auguste Dupin's critique of 
the Prefect in Poe's 'The Purloined Letter," Jefferson recalls how the Prefect had 
searched too deeply and thoroughly for the purloined letter. Dupin realizes that the 
letter must be out in the open, not hidden. Much like the letter, the clues to Usher's 
extinction are perhaps too obvious. Jefferson concludes by observing that "the 
question of interpretation is as crucial in ["The Fall of the House of Usher"] as it is in 
the Oedipus story."70 
Another mystery presents itself in Roderick's choice to invite his childhood 
friend, the narrator, to come to his house. This turns out to be a bad decision on 
Roderick's part, possibly due to his melancholy "malady." The narrator's skeptical 
68Ann Jefferson, "Mise en abyme and the Prophetic in Narrative," Style 17 (1983): 203. 
69Jefferson 205 .. 
7oJefferson 203. 
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attitude is anything but open to "unexplainable" events and surroundings that yield 
themselves to him throughout the tale. He explains that he "could not grapple with 
the shadowy fancies that crowded upon me as I pondered. "71 We are able to see 
right here that the narrator is incapable of fully understanding the reason for his 
summons to the House of Usher. He talks of the unearthly sensations that depress 
him as he rides slowly to the tarn. He compares these "shadowy fancies" to the 
"After-dream of the reveller upon opium-the bitter lapse into every~day life-the 
hideous dropping off of the veil' [my emphasis].72 This observation of the veil that 
covers reality is a relevant one and is mentioned early in the story. It is important 
because we can see that the narrator, though barely open to the extreme 
possibilities of supernatural events, never drops his veil long enough to solve 
Madeline and Roderick Usher's riddle. He remains in that opium reveler's dream, 
accepting only what he knows to be reality. He remains in a state of bewilderment. 
This idea of the veil is not limited to this Poe tale alone. The veil is also seen 
as the mask of the Red Death in ''The Masque of the Red Death." The intruder, the 
Red Death personified, horrifies Prince Prospero's guests and then goes on to kill 
the prince himself. This leads the revelers to seize the Red Death and attempt to 
de-mask him. But they "gasped in unutterable horror at finding the grave cerements 
and corpse-like mask, which they handled with so violent a rudeness, untenanted 
by any tangible form. "73 The veil, as the revelers find out, symbolizes the reality of 
their deaths, which is reminiscent of the idea of the narrator's veil hiding the reality 
of the Usher family and mansion. 
Another example of the narrator's unwillingness to drop his veil arises in the 
letter that Roderick has sent to the narrator. The letter is of a "wildly importunate 
7lPoe, "The Fall" 23l. 
72Poe 23l. 
73poe, "The Masque of the Red Death" 273. 
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nature,74 and the narrator replies personally, but he still does not understand why 
the request is so urgent. Roderick speaks of his mental illness and asks for his 
friend's presence. This is the information the narrator focuses his attention on, but 
there is more pertinent information in that letter of appeal. "It was the manner in 
which all this, and much more, was said," [my emphasisFs the narrator states. The 
reader will never know exactly what the "much more" is, but there is room for an 
educated guess. Roderick Usher has brought the narrator to his house, not to 
console him, but to see him for the last time, to have his friend record, at least in 
memory, the last living line of the Usher family. This is the principal, though not the 
only, reason for Roderick's urgency. But the narrator is so far behind the veil that he 
cannot wake up to the reality that his friend is dying, that the Ushers will be no 
more. This reader would be very interested to know more of the "much more" in 
Roderick's letter. 
Besides not telling the reader as much as he may know, the narrator acts 
very much like Oedipus. When the Delphic Oracle prophesied Oedipus' future, 
Oedipus could have made more rational choices. As mentioned before, he could 
have avoided marriage or confronted the Fates to find a different solution to his 
prophecy. Instead, he chose to ignore the most important riddle of his life, to lead a 
life behind the veil, just as the narrator seems to do during his stay at the Usher 
mansion. Oedipus did wake up to the harsh reality of his origins, but it was too late 
to change anything or steer away from his fate. Acceptance was the only option for 
Oedipus after discovering the true course his life had taken. The narrator's 
inquisitive nature also leads him to speculate on the unnatural events at the Usher 
house, but instead of facing them head on and interpreting them for what they really 
74poe, "The Fall" 232. 
75Poe 232. 
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are, he chooses instead to accept the natural explanations, to hide behind the veil 
of reality. 
Not wanting to acknowledge the possibility that there is something unusual 
about the Usher mansion and its surroundings, the narrator, before entering the 
house, 
reined my horse to the precipitous brink of a black and lurid tam that lay 
in unruffled lustre by the dwelling, and gazed down-but with a shudder 
even more thrilling than before-upon the remodelled and inverted 
images of the gray sedge, and the ghastly tree-stems, and the vacant 
eye-like windows. Nevertheless ... 76 
Nevertheless, the narrator could not erase the sorrowful, gloomy sensations which 
the house and its grounds gave him. He thought that by seeing the images through 
a different picture, or rather through a mirror, the images would reinvent themselves 
as a happier scene. Instead, the opposite effect startles the narrator and he quickly 
moves on to think about something else. It is as if the reflection of the mansion in 
the tarn is too much for the narrator. Reflection, after all, is not something the 
narrator is in the habit of practicing. 
The images of the tarn are mentioned more than once, signifying its unique 
relevance in the story. The next time the narrator speaks of the tarn is when he 
decides to break his gaze from it and look again at the House of Usher. What he 
discovers, and puts off as a "fancy so ridiculous, indeed, that I but mention it to 
show the vivid force of the sensations which oppressed me"77 is that the mansion 
and its surroundings have their own particular gloomy atmosphere which do not 
reach beyond the vicinity. Neither the narrator nor Oedipus dares to examine 
76poe 231-32. 
77poe 233. 
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himself through the images of a pool of water or a mirror. If they had, they both 
might have dropped their veils and recognized the reality surrounding them. The 
narrator could have been a better recorder of the Usher lineage, or at least 
recognized why he was there if he took a closer look at himself. Oedipus might have 
been able to see that he was not leading the life he had expected, that he was 
running blindly into fate instead of avoiding it. The habit of reflection, unfortunately, 
is a trait that neither the narrator nor Oedipus possess. Roderick, however, cannot 
escape reflecti~n, either from the tarn's image of the house or from the inevitable 
denouement of his family line. 
The image of the tarn appears yet again in Roderick's discussion, just after 
he finishes his impromptu poem. The poem's inspired melancholy mood (reflecting 
past, present and future) leads the two into a train of thought which had been 
alluded to shortly before, the connection of the house to the family name. The 
narrator's skepticism keeps him from accepting that the surroundings of the House 
of Usher and the Usher family are one and the same. The combination of the 
ancient stones of the mansion, how they are gathered and put into place as well as 
the arrangement of the "many fungi which overspread them, and of the decayed 
trees which stood around-above all, in the long undisturbed endurance of this 
arrangement, and in its reduplication in the still waters of the tarn"78 provides 
evidence that the Usher mansion is sentient. Further proof, Roderick continues, can 
be seen !lin the gradual yet certain condensation of an atmosphere of their own 
about the waters and the walls.!l79 This recounting of the house's unique 
atmosphere drives the point home that the House of Usher is indeed in a world all 
its own, a world of decay and death abundant. 
78poe 239. 
79poe 239. 
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By now, the narrator should be able to understand what Usher is trying to tell 
him. He has seen a sufficient amount of evidence to confirm any slight suspicion of 
abnormality. But the narrator's skepticism is as constant as Oedipus' blindness to 
his destiny. "Such opinions need no comment, and I will make none," he 
concludes. so The previous evidence the narrator already carries with him even 
stems from his own oppressing sensations. When he recalls how long the Usher 
family has lived on these premises, the narrator realizes that the "appeJlation of the 
'House of Usher' ... seemed to [always] include, in the minds of the peasantry who 
used it, both the family and the family mansion."S1 The narrator's unwillingness to 
believe the unbelievable may be justified under normal circumstances, but not with 
all of these images and evidences to the contrary. Still more clues leading to this 
connection of the house and the family as well as to the decay of both do not 
convince the narrator that he is witnessing anything other than a combination of 
strange COincidences, sensations and the hypochondria-like behavior of his host. 
These two friends may have been closer when they were young, but it would seem 
that the narrator never fully came to terms with what it means to be an Usher. To 
the narrator, Usher is a puzzle better left apart than put together. 
Indeed, the riddles presented in this tale of prophecy may be better examined 
as pieces to a puzzle. By putting the pieces together, one can solve the riddles and 
complete the picture. Once the riddles are solved, the prophecy is fulfilled, the 
Usher line officially ends, and the story is over. One could say that informing the 
narrator of the imminent end of the Usher line is the quest of the Usher family with 
Roderick as its representative. Let us examine a few more pieces of the puzzle by 
SOPoe 239. 
81poe 232. 
34 
looking at Roderick's difficult quest to warn the narrator of his upcoming fate. From 
the narrator's arrival, Roderick prophesies his own destiny. 
I shall perish, said he, I must perish in this deplorable folly. Thus, 
thus, and not otherwise, shall I be lost. I dread the events of the 
future, not in themselves, but in their results .. .1 feel that the period 
will sooner or later arrive when I must abandon life and reason 
together, in some struggle with the grim phantasm, FEAR.82 
Roderick, as opposed to the narrator, trusts his feelings about the inevitable, the 
obvious. He is afraid, not of dying, but of death .. Roderick fears the approaching 
hands of death and eventually dies from Fear, or rather fright. This "phantasm" 
comes to life later in the form of his sister, seemingly risen from the dead to take her 
dear brother down with her. The narrator, although given this preview to upcoming 
events, ignores the obvious piece to the puzzle before him. He needs more of a 
logical, practical, and ordinary explanation. "[Roderick] admitted, however, although 
with hesitation, that much of the peculiar gloom which thus afflicted him could be 
traced to a more natural and far more palpable origin-to the severe and long-
continued iIIness ... of a tenderly beloved sister" [my emphasis].83 Roderick hesitates 
to attribute his melancholia solely to his sister's illness, but this is a more acceptable 
explanation for the narrator who does not want to put the puzzle together or even to 
see the puzzle at all. 
Mention of this "grim phantasm" allows me to recall the "Phantom" from the 
poetic words of Ligeia. She made reference to the "motley drama" of the life of man 
being the Phantom, chased "By a crowd that seize [sees?] it not."84 She is 
describing, I believe, the quest for humans to understand themselves, to 
82poe 235. 
83poe 235. 
84poe, "Ligeia" 659. 
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comprehend why they are alive. But they cannot seize this phantom, or see it for 
that matter. Fear operates much in the same way. It is very much alive to its host, 
Roderick Usher, but untenable, elusive in its chaotic form. Usher is not afraid of the 
events themselves, but what Fear will do to him. Roderick prophesies much of his 
future, but more out of a vague sense of knowing than out of a well-defined vision. 
Fear is indeed his elusive phantasm, much as the secret of life is to humankind (as 
well as to the narrator of "Ligeia"). 
Roderick's twin sister will face a phantasm of Fear similar to that of Roderick, 
but its form takes on a different meaning. Being buried alive, prematurely, certainly 
must have been on her mind. Her sickness, catalepsy, is an awful terror in itself. 
Poe has devoted an entire story to this subject. 85 Catalepsy is what the family doctor 
says is wrong with Madeline, but this disease is more of a symptom or effect of a 
bigger problem than the cause of one. These illnesses are important to point out 
because the narrator never ponders about the relationship between Roderick and 
Madeline, about the knowledge these twins share. This is the end of the line, the 
Usher line, and Roderick and Madeline know it. 
In the Antigone, Antigone is forced underground because she gives burial 
rights to her brother, Polyneices, when it was against the direct order of her king, 
Creon. Madeline suffers the same fate, but instead of a king sealing her tomb, it is 
closed by the hands of her own brother, Roderick. Since Antigone has suffered 
most of her life, by leading her blind father all over Greece and not being allowed to 
marry or bear children, she does not wait for death to overcome her. She, like her 
mother, hangs herself in her underground tomb. Madeline, born to a family whose 
life-span has come to an end, also cannot wait for death. Instead, she escapes her 
tomb to die in her brother's arms. The falls of both houses, Usher and Oedipus, 
8SPoe, "The Premature Burial" 258-68. 
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seem to be similar in more ways than one. The relationships between family 
members, as well as their fates, are helplessly intertwined. 
These Usher twins seem to share the same disease, though not the same 
symptoms. For Madeline, catalepsy controlled her fate, but for Roderick, his malady 
took the form of a madness creeping over him, which eventually put him on the 
brink of death. His heightened sense of fear is confirmed with the appearance of 
Madeline, arisen from her vaulted tomb. Both of them died because it was their time 
to die, for the family line to fall. 
Some critics have argued that there is more to this connection of the Usher 
family and mansion. Leon Chai, in his book on the American Renaissance, 
contends that "the scenes and situations of Poe's tales are always concrete 
representations of states of mind. "S6 If we are to compare the Usher mansion to 
Usher's state of mind, it is not hard to see that both are in need of much repair. 
Voloshin would seem to agree. She incites the de Beranger epigraph, indicating 
that "Roderick is 'un luth suspendu I Sitot qu'on Ie touche il resonne.' The Romantic 
aeolian harp, Roderick vibrates to all motion and change, the whole outward 
universe. As the man of heightened sensitivity, Roderick is exquisitely connected 
with matter and decay."s7 
Both Chai's and Voloshin's claims concur that the Usher family and the Usher 
mansion are "exquisitely connected," though Voloshin takes it one step further to 
say that whereas Roderick represents the mind of the house and family, Madeline 
represents the body, the physical side. On the same lines of this argument, another 
critic has agreed to view "Roderick and Madeline as the mental and physical 
86Chai, (footnote 11) 22. 
87Voloshin 21. The epigram can be found on page 231 in The Collected Poems and Tales o/Edgar Allan Poe, 
e.g. I have translated it to mean: His heart is a suspended lute; 
As soon as one touches it, it resonates. 
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components of one person."88 Hoffman, yet another voice in this critical discussion, 
offers another interpretation of these twins' relationship. He asserts that Roderick 
could not become the artist he was "until he had wished herdead ... What his 
helpless irresolution [to actually kill his own sister] reveals is that he wanted to bury 
Madeline even as he knew her not yet to be dead."89 
What all of these interpretations reveal is that Roderick and Madeline are 
mysteriously intertwined, to each other and to their mansion. One must ask the 
question of why Roderick had to screw down Madeline's vault, as if a dead woman 
could escape. But she did escape from her tomb, from her womb in the mansion, to 
be rebirthed and yet die again, bringing Roderick (and what's left of his mind) down 
with her. Roderick's unusual precautions to keep his sister buried fail miserably, 
although he does not seem too surprised to see her return. 
Due to the catalepsy caused by her illness, Madeline is written out of the text 
rather early. Roderick "abruptly" informs his friend that his sister has passed away, 
but because of the nature of her illness, Roderick suggests that they entomb her in 
the vault for a fortnight. ''The worldly reason, however, assigned for this singular 
proceeding, was one which I did not feel at liberty to dispute"90 the narrator 
observed. The narrator is given a direct reason, but does not wish to share it with 
the reader. He does refer to Roderick as a hypochondriac several times which could 
be the reason why he doesn't bother to share this information with the reader. But 
the narrator does not "dispute" any of Roderick's beliefs that fall outside normal 
behavior. 
88Kate Stewart, "The Supreme Madness: Revenge and the Bells in 'The Cask of Amontillado,'" University of 
Mississippi Studies in English 5 (1984-87) 53. 
89Hoffman 315. 
9Opoe, "The Fall" 240. 
38 
The narrator seems to be intentionally limiting the reader's knowledge by not 
sharing relevant information. He omits Roderick's reason for Madeline's detainment 
as well as the contents of Roderick's letter. The narrator's veil is definitely on and 
large enough to cover the reader's eyes .. But the reader is smarter than that if 
he/she uncovers the information made available through Roderick's words, actions, 
art, music and the Usher house, as well as through the observations of the narrator. 
The reader, along with Roderick, is able to envision the inevitable, something the 
narrator appears incapable of doing. 
When simply telling his friend that doom lay on the Usher horizon is not 
enough, Roderick makes another attempt, this time by letting the narrator see his 
art. The narrator is drawn in by one of Usher's' paintings in particular. 
One of the phantasmagoric conceptions of my friend, partaking not so 
rigidly of the spirit of abstraction, may be shadowed forth, although 
feebly, in words. A small picture presented the interior of an immensely 
long and rectangular vault or tunnel, with low walls, smooth, white, and 
without interruption or device. Certain accessory pOints of the design 
served well to convey the idea that this excavation lay at an exceeding 
depth below the surface of the earth. No outlet was observed in any 
portion of its vast extent, and no torch or other artificial source of light 
was discemible; yet a flood of intense rays rolled throughout, and bathed 
the whole in a ghastly and inappropriate splendor. [my emphasis]91 
It is worth quoting this passage in full because of the effort of the narrator to grasp 
what Roderick is not only saying to him, but to the world. As I have emphasized in 
this excerpt, the narrator realizes that Roderick is trying to convey an idea. In the 
painting, the profound idea is that the vault or tunnel is underground, much like the 
91poe 237. 
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vault in which Madeline lies. The most important message, though, is that the vault 
Roderick has painted is his own; belonging to him, his sister and his family line. Its 
smooth appearance and whiteness suggest a happier time, a golden heritage, 
perhaps of an enduring family line. The smoothness is also similar to the copper 
walls and floors that lead to Madeline's vault underneath the mansion. But the light, 
"a flood of intense rays," seems "ghastly and inappropriate," even to the narrator.9Z 
The source of the light is indiscernible within the confines of the picture. And the 
narrator limits himself frequently from escaping the confines of practical thinking, 
from dropping his veil. At the end of the Usher line, one can see this light does have 
a source. 
Suddenly there shot along the path a wild light, and I turned to see 
whence a gleam so unusual could have issued; for the vast house and 
its shadows were alone behind me. The radiance was that of a full, 
setting, and blood-red moon, which now shone vividly through that once 
barely discernible fissure.93 
This light, which seems to come from a blood-red moon, eventually bursts and the 
walls of the house of Usher come crashing down. But even in this instance, the 
source of the light is indiscernible. It is escaping from the zig-zag fissure from inside 
the mansion, but from what source inside the mansion remains disputable. The 
vault from his picture could represent the tomb of his crumbled house; the light, a 
prophetic sign of the final event. 
In his interpretation of the painting, Hoffman asserts that the illuminated vault 
is not unlike "that eerie light cast by the energy of the dead which we have seen to 
shine upwards from the ruins of the City in the 8ea."94 This prophetic light or energy 
92Poe237. 
93poe 245. 
94Hofi'man 315. 
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then could be seen as coming from the deceased, Usher family line, lying in their 
tombs. That would certainly explain the vault's ghastly splendor, especially if this 
energy is being released when the mansion breaks into a thousand pieces. It would 
also reinforce the unbreakable ties of the Usher family, reaching out from their 
graves and into the present decay. Roderick may not have been able to prophesy 
the final explosion of his mansion, but even if he could, sharing with the narrator 
would only have convinced his friend that he was mad. 
Again, the narrator is unwilling or unable to understand what idea Roderick is 
trying to convey. All he seems willing to accept is that there is an idea represented 
in Roderick's picture, an abstract idea flowing from the mind of a "hypochondriac."9s 
The narrator compares Roderick's paintings with those of Henry Fuseli, whom I 
alluded to in the previous section. Fuseli was a Swiss artist whose own paintings 
"show[ed] the powerful attraction that Burke's sublime of terror held for early 
Romantic artists. He was fascinated by the supernatural and by the darkest of 
human passions.''96 Roderick, like Fuseli, is also obsessed with the supernatural. 
The narrator, though awed by the painting's intensity, still defines this idea as the 
symptom of a hypochondriac. 
The next vision of prophecy comes in a song. This poetic foreshadowing of 
events gives the narrator a bigger piece of the puzzle for understanding what is 
really going on around him. This poem, ''The Haunted Palace," tells of a "glorious, 
95Poe, "The Fall" 237. 
96"Fuseli, Henry," Oxford Companion 374. I have briefly addressed the intensity of the characters in Fuseli's 
paintings. It is interesting to note that not only does Poe describe the eyes ofLigeia and Roderick Usher with 
great detail, but he also describes the eyes of different characters in many of his stories. Examples include the 
eyes of the horse in "Metzengerstein" (which remind me of the eyes of the horse in Fuseli's "The Nightmare"), 
the eye of the old man in "The Tell-Tale Heart," they eye-like marks on the back of the gold bug in "The Gold 
Bug," the gray eyes of the captain in "MS. in a Bottle" which he describes as "sibyls of the future" (124), and 
last but not least the "vacant and eye-like windows" of the Usher mansion. Poe's fascination with his 
characters' eyes is obvious. The influence of Fuseli's paintings on Poe's characters is an interesting relationship 
and needs far greater attention than I can provide here. 
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golden" age and of a happy monarch who ruled a realm of unsurpassed beauty. 
One can easily assume that Roderick is singing of his own family history. But the 
times changed when "evil things, in robes of sorrow, I Assailed the monarch's high 
estate; ... And, round about his home, the glory I That blushed and bloomedlls but a 
dim-remembered story I Of the old time entombed. "97 These evil visitors, if we are to 
liken this song to the Ushers, are symbolized by the decaying house and the malady 
upon malady of both Madeline and Roderick. And the "old time" has "entombed" 
these two unfortunate souls in their own house. 
The evil things could also be seen as representations of Time attacking the 
structure of the house as well as its inhabitants, the Ushers. The arrangement of the 
house and its surroundings, the trees, the tam and the reflection of the mansion in 
the tam has led to the decay of the Ushers. Time has finally caught up with the 
Ushers and their ~ansion. Time has arrived as these "evil things, in robes of 
sorrow" to demolish the Usher's family line. And because the Ushers are undeniably 
connected with their mansion, both must go together. 
Another idea that emerges from Roderick' song is the personification of the 
mansion. Even the narrator notices certain details of the house that resemble a 
face. The "vacant and eye-like windows" are similar to an old person's eyes, and 
the "few white trunks of decayed trees" resemble an older person's aging teeth, but 
this is after the mansion has been assailed.98 In the song, it is the "monarch 
Thought's dominion"99 which gives the mansion its brilliance, much like a person's 
state of mind determines how healthy that person is. The yellow banners, "glorious" 
and "golden" which fly from the roof of the mansion bear a resemblance to blonde 
hair and the "two luminous windows," as compared to the vacant eye-like ones, are 
97Poe, "The Fall" 238. 
98poe 231. 
99poe 238. 
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eyes filled yet with life. 100 The palace door "with pearl and ruby glowing"IOl displays 
the very image of teeth and lips. These human comparisons are present as 
reinforcements, reminders that an invisible umbilical cord connects the Ushers to 
the mansion in a symbiotic relationship from birth to death, from past to present. 
When the monarch dies, after the "evil things" have assailed his throne, the 
mansion metamorphoses into a dying person. The house's state of mind resembles 
that of poor Roderick and instead of sweet music echoing through that ''fair palace 
door," "A hideous throng" replaces it which rushes "out forever I And laugh[s]-but 
smile[s] no more."102 Even the agitated vapor "which hung about and enshrouded 
the mansion" takes the form of a "gaseous exhalation," much like the last gasping 
breath of a dying person. 103 All of these clues in this revealing poem are still not 
enough to drop the narrator's veil. He, like Oedipus, steers away from the prophetic 
reality only to be overcome later by its fulfillment. 
The last piece of this puzzle should have made itself apparent to Roderick's 
friend: Madeline's appearance before the house of Usher comes tumbling down. As 
the narrator reads the "'Mad Trist' of Sir Launcelot Canning"104 to calm the nerves of 
Roderick (the results of which do just the opposite), noises from the house begin to 
mirror the events taking place in the book. The narrator, aware of these 
disturbances and the increasing nervousness of his friend, continues to read as if 
he cannot help himself. Again, he ignores the obvious. The narrator is himself 
becoming a tool in the fulfillment of Roderick's prophecies by reading the tale that 
most resembles Roderick and Madeline's last moments. Finally, he could ignore 
10Opoe 238. 
1Olpoe 238. 
102poe 238-39. 
103poe 242. 
104poe 242. 
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Roderick no more and "at length drank in the hideous import of his words. "105 As if 
conjuring a spell of magnificent, malignant strength, Roderick fulfills the last steps of 
his prophecy by screaming and pointing at the door, almost commanding it to open. 
Madeline appears, enshrouded, bloody, trembling and reeling. Then, "with a low 
moaning cry, [she] fell heavily inward upon the person of her brother, and in her 
violent and now final death-agonies, bore him to the floor a corpse, and a victim to 
the terrors he had anticipated. "106 Roderick falls a victim to Madeline's frightful 
appearance, symbolized in Roderick's mind as the phantasm of Fear. 
The pieces of the puzzle finally in place, the riddle of "The Fall of the House 
of Usher" has run its course. The house explodes in "a fierce breath of [a] 
whirlwind"107 as its fragments fly into the tarn, disintegrating the image of the House 
of Usher and its family name forevermore. When Oedipus died at Colonus, he was 
taken by up by the gods on Olympus in "a vision too dazzling for a mortal's sight."108 
Only Theseus, the King of Athens, was able to see his departure. 109 Even his own 
daughters were not permitted to see how Oedipus died, but it must have been 
something like the brilliant explosion of "The Fall of the House of Usher." 
We may never know whether the narrator solves Roderick's riddle or not, 
though the readers are certainly able to manage by themselves. The many clues, 
hints, and obvious slaps in the face by Roderick Usher demand that the reader 
solve his riddle. Unlike the Sphinx, Usher gives hints to his riddle, wanting the 
narrator to figure it out. Oedipus accepted his fate after realizing it, but Poe's 
narrator is still in a state of awe and possibly confusion at the end of the tale. It is up 
105poe 244. 
106poe 245. 
107poe 245. 
108Sophocles, "Oedipus at Colonus" 155. 
1091 have previously alluded to the possible influence of Fuseli's paintings on Poe's characters. Fuseli also 
painted a picture of "Oedipus announcing his Death," in which Oedipus consoles his two daughters, Antigone 
and Ismene. See Appendix B. Again, notice the intensity of Oedipus' eyes. 
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to the reader, then, to take up the role of Oedipus and solve the riddles of the 
House of Usher, to make sure Roderick's indirect request was not made in vain. It is 
up to the reader to decipher Roderick's clues, much as I have done in this reading 
of the story. Poe takes this reader experiment to the next level by having the 
narrator read a story within a story, thereby forming a direct relationship with the 
story and its reader. 
This is an interesting relationship because it mirrors the symbiotic 
relationship of the Ushers and their mansion to the relationship of the story and its 
reader. This stylistic device brings the reader into the story itself, inviting him/her to 
be a participant in lieu of a passive observer. This could be why the narrator's role 
in "The Fall of the House of Usher" is so weak-to force the reader to take a more 
active role. And if a particular reader of this tale becomes emotionally wrapped up in 
the details of the tarn, the dreariness of the mansion, and the chaos of Roderick's 
art, to name a few examples, the symbiotic umbilical cord of the reader to the tale is 
made, the reader caught within the movements and action of the story. This is one 
technique which explains how Poe is able to pull the reader into the mood and ''feel'' 
of his fiction. 
45 
CONCLUSION 
Throughout this close reading, I have compared the narrator's role to that of 
Oedipus. The narrator, however, does not appear trustworthy in several instances. 
In both tales, "Ligeia" and "The Fall of the House of Usher," the narrator seems to 
be withholding valuable information. The narrator in "Ligeia" never explains why he 
remarries a woman whose characteristics and features are the exact opposite of 
Ligeia. Nor does he make his intentions known when he buys his abbey in the wild. 
In ''The Fall of the House of Usher," the narrator is far too skeptical to solve the 
riddle of the Usher family. He is given pertinent information in Roderick's letter 
which he chooses not to relate and he omits, from the reader's eyes, Roderick's 
reason for Madeline's hasty entombment in the vault. 
I address these issues of accountability because of the direct role the reader 
needs to take when trying to solve the riddles in Poe's tales. It is Poe himself who 
calls for us to "play unto [his stories] the CEdipus."llo I see this as a direct call for the 
reader to take an active part in solving Poe's riddles, in taking up the role of the 
greatest riddle solver of mythical history, Oedipus. 
In addition to the narrator withholding information from the reader, it would 
seem that he is also unreflective. In his article, "Edgar A. Poe: The Lost Soul of 
America's Tradition," Donald E. Pease takes note of the unreflectiveness of the 
narrator in ''The Fall of the House of Usher." "Usher wants the narrator to lend him 
his memory, where his lineage can be stored before the total decay of his 
house .... [but the narrator refuses] to provide the reflection on the past Usher so 
llOpoe, "Eleonora" 649. 
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urgently demands ... "lll Pease claims that the narrator has trouble reflecting on the 
past in order to bring it into the present. It also appears that Pease is unintentionally 
arguing for the reader to take up that reflectiveness which the narrator lacks, but he 
later makes the claim that Poe's tales exist "only to be used up, then forgotten, by 
readers. "lIZ What Pease has failed to see is that readers, such as myself, will never 
forget Poe's tales because of the fact that they are ambiguous and puzzling, 
because they need to be solved. Through Poe's use of the unreflective narrator, the 
role of riddle-solver is handed over to the reader. The reader must reflect for the 
narrator and decide what needs to be solved. Pease is trying to fit Poe's work into 
the American tradition, but Poe himself is a puzzling piece of this tradition, refusing 
to fit within the average, quid pro quo arena of Romantic authors. His independence 
from the "Frogpondians" is significant. Poe's diversity and his uniqueness in 
American literature are also significant. 
Throughout this paper I have provided examples (and hopefully broken some 
new ground) of the mythical influences in Poe's tales, specifically the Oedipus myth. 
The narrators and characters of both "Ligeia" and "The Fall of the House of Usher" 
have demonstrated remarkable similarities as well as notable differences. I have 
already mentioned that the role of the reader as riddle-solver is important in Poe's 
tales. Like Oedipus, the narrator of "Ligeia" searched for the truth. Whereas 
Oedipus focused on his own past, the narrator centered his attention on the Lady 
Ligeia. From this attention and desire to know more, the narrator's desire grew 
uncontrollably, taking on the personification of the Sphinx, devouring Ligeia's 
knowledge, body and soul. 
lllDonald E. Pease, "Edgar A. Poe: The Lost Soul of America's Tradition," The American Renaissance 
ReconSidered, Eds. Walter Michaels and Donald E. Pease (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1989) 
177. 
11 zPease 179. 
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The narrator of ''The Fall of the House of Usher," unlike Oedipus, was not the 
great riddle-solver. But he did remain behind the veil of reality, like Oedipus did for 
most of his life, unwilling to look fate in the eye and accept the truth. Whereas fate 
eventually caught up with Oedipus, lowering his veil, the reader may never know if 
the narrator succeeded or failed in solving the Usher family secret. The Fall of the 
Houses of Usher and Oedipus are tragically related. They both describe the end of 
a great family line, the members of which were ruled by fate and prophecy. 
The influences of the Oedipus myth in Poe's stories are vast. The roles of 
prophecy and fate are unavoidable. The G/anvill epigraph, Ashtophet, the goddess 
who rules over iII-omened marriages and ''The Conqueror Worm" are all prophetic 
signs in "Ligeia." Ligeia's fate is governed by her free will, through her "gigantic 
volition." Roderick's own words, art and especially his song of ''The Haunted 
Palace" are al/ prophetic omens of the fate to which the Usher family line and 
mansion are caught up in. 
All of these factors taken together; the prophecies, the misconceptions and 
realities of fate, the narrators' desire and skepticism, all can be analyzed beside the 
Oedipus myth. Why this contrast and comparison should be done is hopefully 
obvious by now. The many references to mythology and to Oedipus in particular 
strongly suggest that Edgar Allan Poe framed from his tales from these classical 
influences, that he created these highly enigmatic and potent fictions through the 
"chemical" combination of the known and the imaginative. 
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APPENDIX A. POEMS IN 
"LlGEIA" AND "THE FALL OF THE HOUSE OF USHER" 
The Conqueror Worm 
Lo! 'tis a gala night 
Within the lonesome latter years! 
An angel throng, bewinged, bedight 
In veils, and drowned in tears, 
Sit in a theatre, to see 
A play of hopes and fears, 
While the orchestra breathes fitfully 
The music of the spheres. 
Mimes, in the form of God on high, 
Mutter and mumble low, 
And hither and thither fly; 
Mere puppets they, who come and go 
At bidding of vast formless things 
That shift the scenery to and fro, 
Flapping from out their condor wings 
Invisible Woe! 
That motely drama!-oh, be sure 
It shall not be forgot! 
With its Phantom chased for evermore, 
By a crowd that seize it not, 
Through a circle that ever retumeth in 
To the self-same spot; 
And much of Madness, and more of Sin 
And Horror, the soul of the plot! 
But see, amid the mimic rout 
A crawling shape intrude! 
A blood-red thing that writhes from out 
The scenic solitude! 
It writhes!-it writhes!-with mortal pangs 
The mimes become its food, 
And the seraphs sob at vermin fangs 
In human gore imbued. 
Out-out are the lights-out all! 
And over each quivering form, 
The curtain, a funeral pall, 
Comes down with the rush of a storm-
And the angels, all pallid and wan, 
Uprising, unveiling, affirm 
That the play is the tragedy, "Man," 
And its hero, the conqueror Worm. 
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The Haunted Palace 
I. 
In the greenest of our valleys, 
By good angels tenanted, 
Once a fair and stately palace-
Radiant palace-reared its head. 
In the monarch Thought's dominion-
It stood there! 
Never seraph spread a pinion 
Over fabric half so fair. 
II. 
Banners yellow, glorious, golden, 
On its roof did float and flow 
(This-all this--was in the olden 
Time long ago); 
And every gentle air that dallied, 
In that sweet day, 
Along the ramparts plumed and pallid, 
A winged odor went away. 
III. 
Wanderers in that happy valley 
Through two luminous windows saw 
Spirits moving musically 
To a lute's well-tuned law; 
Round about a throne, where sitting 
(Porphyrogene!) 
In state his glory well befitting, 
The ruler of the realm was seen. 
IV. 
And all with pearl and ruby glowing 
Was the fair palace door, 
Through which came flowing, flowing, flowing 
And sparkling evermore, 
A troop of Echoes whose sweet duty 
Was but to sing, 
In voices of surpassing beauty, 
The wit and wisdom of their king. 
V. 
But evil things, in robes of sorrow, 
Assailed the monarch's high estate; 
(Ah, let us mourn, for never morrow 
Shall dawn upon him, desolate!) 
And, round about his home, the glory 
That blushed and bloomed 
Is but a dim-remembered story 
Of the old time entombed. 
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VI. 
And travellers now within that valley, 
Through the red-Iitten windows see 
Vast forms that move fantastically 
To a discordant melody; 
While, like a raped ghastly river, 
Through the pale door; 
A hideous throng rush out forever, 
And laugh-but smile no more. 
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APPENDIX B. FUSELI'S PAINTINGS 
Mad Kate [1806-7)111 
IllHenry Fuseli, "Mad Kate," Fuse/i, trans. Sarah Twohig, Tate Gallery Publications (Great Britain: Balding 
and Mansell, Ltd., 1975) 27. 
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The Nightmare [1781 ]1l2 
112Henry Fuseli, "The Nightmare," The Life and Art of Henry Fuseli, Ed. Peter Tomory (New York: Thames 
and Hudson, Ltd., 1972) 17. 
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Oedipus announcing his Death [1784]113 
I13Henry Fuseii, "Oedipus announcing his Death," The Life and Art 134. 
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